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In keeping with its strong commitment to
evaluation, Cabrillo Economic Development
Corporation (Cabrillo) took a bold step—it
asked its customers to assess its performance.
“We decided to do a three-year, corporate
assessment of our impact on the families we
serve,” explains Jill Bangser Fioravanti, Director
of Community Building and Neighborhood
Revitalization. “We began with our

NeighborWorks® Home Ownership Center. We
designed and sent a survey to all homeowners
and a subset of renters who received services
through the Center and held a series of focus
groups with clients.” 

“The results,” reports Bangser, “confirmed some
of what we thought we knew, like the positive
impact of home ownership on people’s lives.
But now we actually know what residents 
want and need. For example, the top barrier 
to buying a home was lack of savings for the
down payment. So, we started an Individual
Development Account savings program and

increased second
mortgage capital
funds through the
Ventura County
Community
Development
Corporation, a
nonprofit affiliate.”
Cabrillo also learned
that its customers are
at different stages in

their readiness for home ownership. It now
tailors its services to be more responsive 
with a “fast-track” for clients ready for loan
pre-qualification, and financial fitness courses
and counseling for those who need more time. 

Cabrillo’s customers praised the quality of 
its orientation and pre-purchase education
courses, one-on-one counseling services, and
flexible loan products. However, some clients
were dissatisfied with Cabrillo’s follow-up, 
and Cabrillo had lost contact with some
clients who, in fact, went on to buy homes. 
So, Cabrillo incorporated new customer
service guidelines into its policies and has
established new procedures to do a better 
job of staying in touch with clients and
tracking results. 

Recognizing the value of this process, 
Cabrillo has launched a second survey for
residents living in its affordable rental
properties, and is developing strategies to
evaluate the impact of its Housing
Development Division.

Heron has provided general support to Cabrillo since 2000 for its efforts
to improve the lives of working families in California.

1. A third-party filter provides more
assurance of grantee confidentiality.
Some might argue that it is unrealistic for
funders to expect candid responses
directly from grantees who want future
funding. Having a third party conducting
the survey provides a shield for the
respondents. 

2. A multi-foundation survey provides a
basis for comparison. Of course, grantees
love us but do they love other funders
more and why? It is critical to have a
benchmark for evaluating customer
feedback. Grantees from over 80 other
foundations have participated in these
surveys to date which provide valuable,
comparative data. 

3. Participating in a multi-foundation effort
is cost effective. Conducting research for
a single foundation can be costly. Fixed
costs of the survey are shared by all
participating foundations.

WHAT DID WE LEARN?

The survey results were a bit overwhelming
and humbling. We received results broken
out by program officers, who have
geographic assignments, and by program
area. There was a lot of numeric data to
absorb as well as qualitative responses which
provided insight and texture (see chart on
page 8). Our initial instinct was to
overanalyze and/or rationalize the results.
After considerable review and discussion, 
we categorized the survey results into three
major areas:

1. Consistent with strategy—For example,
we were not rated highly for impact on
public policy. This was expected as most
of our funding is targeted to direct
services. We also prefer that the spotlight
be on the work of our grantees rather
than on us.

2. Pleasant surprise—Some of our
community-based grantees mentioned
that it was helpful having Heron as a
“national” funder in their efforts to raise
other funds, an unexpected plus given the
foundation’s traditionally low public
profile. 

3. Needs improvement—We categorized
our improvement efforts into three areas:
expertise, fairness and communication. 

To address expertise, CEP has found that
there is trade off between field and
community understanding. They find that
national funders generally do well in field
understanding but not in community
understanding. We want to break free of that
paradigm. To that end, Heron program
officers are developing deeper knowledge by
working more intensively in select, key
geographic areas—to ensure that we
understand the economic, political, and
policy environments, the funding landscape,




